ROBERT REED - Treasure Buried

R & D VERE UP AGAINST THE titans from Marketing, seven innings of

groi n-pul i ng,

hanstri ng- shreddi ng, take-no-prisoners slowpitch softball, and Marketing had
stacked their team It was obvious to Mekal

"What do you think, Wallace? That kid in center field? He's got to play

col | ege
ball. And their shortstop, what's her nane? Wth the forearns? | bet if you
stuck her you'd get nore testosterone than blood, | bet so. And Jesus, that

pi tcher has got to have a dose of chinp genes. You haven't been noonli ghting,
have you, Wallace? Arns |ike those. Reaching hal fway to home plate before

rel easing. But hey, Meiter drew a walk at least. If they don't double us up,
I'm

getting my swings. So wish nme |luck, Wallace. |I'mplanning to go downtown!"

Wal | ace nodded, uncertain what "downtown" neant and certainly bored with the

pageant happeni ng around him He was aware of Mekal rising to his feet -- a
tal

rangy man ol d enough not to be boyi sh anynore, yet not softened enough to be
m ddl e-aged -- and then Wall ace wasn't aware of anything besides the sunshine

and his own convol uted thoughts. "Chinp Genes" rem nded himof a problem at
wor k. Not Wallace's problem but he was the resident troubleshooter and the
Primate Division was having nore troubles with their freefall nonkeys. The
little critters weren't behaving thenselves in orbit, either their training or
their expensive genes at fault. They were put into the space stations to help
clean and to keep the personnel conpany. Friendly, cuddly conpanions, and al
that. But the prototypes were shitting everywhere and scream ng day and night.
And WAl |l ace was wondering if it was sonething subtle, even stupid, overl ooked
as

a consequence. Zero-gee, freefall . . . was it some kind of inbred panic
reacti on? Maybe t he nonkeys had troubles with weightl essness. Wat if

what

if they felt as if they were falling, tailoring and instinct naking it seem as
if they were tunbling fromsone infinitely tall canopy -- a thousand mle

dr op,

the poor things-- and with that sweet possibility in mnd Wallace heard the
crack of a conposite bat, Mekal standing at home plate, screaning

"Go go go you ugly fuck of a ball!"

A blurring white sonething arced across the soft blue sky, geonetric
perfection

drawi ng Wal l ace's attention; and then the center fielder junmped high agai nst

t he

back fence, ball and gl ove neeting, his grace casual to the point of insulting
and the inning finished. Five runs down already, and Mekal storned back to the
dugout in the worst kind of rage -- silent -- standing wi thout noving for a

| ong

nmonent, unable to focus his eyes or even think. It was that famous Meka
intensity. In R&D he was feared and sucked up to, sonme enpl oyees openly hoping
that the man's tenper would cause sone vital artery to burst in his brain. Not
necessarily killing him no. But causing a constructive kind of brain danage,
renovi ng the nost offensive portions of his personality --

-- and then there was a voice, close and al nbst soft. The voice said to Mekal
"But you alnost did it." A woman's voice. A girl's. Nobody Wil lace knew, and
he



turned his head before shyness coul d engage, the girl watching Mekal with a
m xture of concern and wariness. "Maybe you should warm up," she conti nued.
Then

she added, "Dear?" with a quieter voice.

Mekal cane out of the spell, finding his old resolve. He snorted and said,
"Yeah, right." Hs glove . . . where was it? Then he said, "Wallace? Tell you
what, since you're here and all, why don't you chart Marketing' s hits? Al
right? Which field and how far, that sort of data. G ve us an edge next tine.

WIl you do that for ne, pal?"
"Il try. Sure."
"Try?" Mekal |aughed and shook his head. "Do!"

"Good luck," offered the girl; and again Wallace | ooked at her, her pretty
face

alittle too round for the current fashion, her |ong bl onde-white hair worn
simply, blue-white eyes radi ant, both hands reaching through the chain-Iink
and

their smoothness inplying true youth, one finger adorned with a di anond- heavy
ring a gold band nestled beside it. She said, "Darling -- ?"

"You' d better get back in the stands,” Mekal told her. "It's all right. I'm
fine. Fine."

She nodded, tried a smle and then tried to say, "Just do," with her husband's
intensity. That was Mekal's rallying cry in R&D. "Just do." Except it didn't
have the inpact, com ng fromher nmouth. A couple other R& players sniled at

t he

sound of her voice, and Mekal made the dramatic walk to the pitcher's nmound.
As

much as Marketing, the R& players were glad that the long fly ball had been
caught. Wallace could sense it, snell it. Because if Mekal won this gane

si ngl e-handedl y, they knew he woul dn't be bearable for at |east a week. He'd
prance and grin, making Iife mserable in the | abs, which is why sone of them
gi ggl ed now, taking their warmup throws out of the dirt and joking about the
oncomi ng rout.

Wal | ace hinmself didn't dislike Mekal. Not really. He assuned sone kind of

i nsecurity fueling the man, some partly hi dden weakness or flaw, and with that
in mnd Mekal was bearable. Sometines amusing. Even friendly, given the right
ci rcunmst ances. But then again, Wallace was a | egend for his easygoing
attitudes.

H s ego genes were del eted, making roomfor nore inmportant talents. A

di fferent

ki nd of fuel driving him

And now Mekal's wife retreated, Wallace studying her bare legs -- a little

t hi ck

but firm-- and the way she carried herself, not with subm ssiveness but wth
an

enduring patience, allowi ng a couple screaning children to play chase around
her

| egs and then stopping to help some grandnot her off the wooden bl eachers. Ms.
Mekal ; a strange concept. But then Wallace was al ways surprised by people's
private lives . . . and now the girl took a seat up high, near the center, her
gaze steady and honest and her appl ause genui ne whenever R&D managed to make
an



out agai nst the juggernaut from Marketing.

"What the hell are we doi ng, people?" Mekal screanmed fromthe nmound, his face
ready to burst with all the blood. "Be crisp! Be alert! Execute, executel!

Ei ght

runs down is nothing!"

Anot her pitch, then the om nous sw ft crack.

"Just do," Wallace nmuttered to hinmself, diagramm ng another blast into |eft
field. "Just do."

He sol ved the nonkey puzzle -- it was the freefall sensation, in part -then
hel ped Simons and Potz in the Mcrobe Division, |earning enough about green
al gae genetics to see new possibilities; and sonewhere in the mdst of work,

wi t hout planning it, he asked Potz about Mekal's young wi fe. How | ong had they
been marri ed, how many chil dren?

"Three years, and none." Potz gave her coffee a quick suspicious glance.

" Runor

says that Mekal |acks. Wants kids and can't. Only you know runors, it could be
a

| ot of hopeful thinking fromthe downtrodden. The prick shoots bl anks, and al
that."

Wal | ace absorbed the comrents, nodding and then saying, "He doesn't wear a
ring,
does he?"

"Probably allergic."
"She | ooks young. Wat is she, ten years younger than hin®"

"Mre like fifteen. Met her when he was doing one of those conmunity relations
| ectures at the college." Potz plucked a thick brown hair fromher coffee cup
"Not m ne. Yours? No? God, | was in Meiter's lab this nmorning. He had that

yeti

skul I cap on a countertop, and you don't suppose . . . uggh!" Then she sipped
her

cof fee anyway, smling eyes on Wll ace.

He didn't notice her expression. He was thinking hard about several things,
somne

of theminvisible even to him Wallace was famous for his | ong pauses and the
sl uggi sh, thoughtful voice, particularly when some probl em deserved his ful
focus. The yeti skullcap, yes. He had to find time to go over the genetic maps
with Meiter, its authenticity established but the Company unsure what to do
with

their investment. Runors said that the Ti betan nonks had sold it to themfor a
smal | fortune. Their people were arm ng agai nst the Chinese again, selling art
and oddities worldwi de. What if they'd sold other yeti artifacts to their
conpetitors? It was a problem all right. Cloning the yeti would bring it back
fromextinction, which was good news. But were the genes too close to human?
That was the main i ssue now. There were half a billion rules and regul ations
concerning genetic work with human substances. Maybe it woul d be best for
their

conpetitors to nove first. Let their fancy |lawers hit the beach, and al

t hat .

That's how the Executives would be thinking now Besides, where was the profit
in cloning yetis? They'd make a splash, sure, but not like ten or twenty years



ago. Resurrecting the dead -- one of Wallace's favorite things --had reached
its

hi gh water mark when the Japanese cornered the market on carnosaurs. Tailored
monitor lizards, in effect. But how coul d shy near-hunmans conpete with that
scal e of things?

Eventual |y Wal | ace was aware of sitting alone, Potz and her coffee gone and
hi s

stomach aching from hunger. He had forgotten lunch. Wat time was it? Three?
He

went to the cafeteria, bought candy bars and Pepsi, then returned to his
office

intending to work. Only he found hinsel f daydreanm ng about Mekal's wife, his
i magi nati on taking himas far as a conversation at the ball park. O course

t he

chance of \Wallace ever having the chance seened renote. He was fanous for his

i magi nati on --indeed, al nbst everyone in the industry knew one or two Wall ace
stories -- but to save his life he couldn't envision anything nore than
speaki ng

to the girl, and then just for a few nmonents. |In passing.
"So forget it," he warned hinself. "Get to work, wll you?"

Potz had given himsonme data. \Wallace sipped warm Pepsi, then a cold dose of
old

coffee, punching up files he had begun during graduate school. They were |ike
old trusted friends, these files. Trusted but secretive. CGenetic maps fl owed
past himon the screen, in vivid colors, thousands of base pairs form ng

uni que,

easily recogni zabl e patterns that were al nost repeated in other species.
Rel at ed

ones or not, it didn't nmatter. Every eukaryotic organi smon Earth had excess
DNA. Mpst of it was leftover stuff fromancient times. Early life had been

sl oppy, genetically speaking, full of useless genetic noise that natura
selection had flattened into a kind of hum Flat, harmess. Alot of the DNA
was

pol y-A -- adeni ne bases repeated for huge spans. But what Wall ace had noticed
when he was twenty, what had struck himas puzzling, were chunks of DNA buried
in the poly-A Bursts of static, sort of. There were several thousand base
pairs, some of it common to all eukaryotes. Yet the stuff produced no

pol ypeptides, nor did it seemto influence the expression of any other genes.
What could be so inmportant that it was shared by green al gae and PhDs? He had
no

i dea. Wiich was why he recorded new data whenever possible. For nore than a
decade, Wallace had plotted the differences between all sorts of species,
finding no evolutionary patterns. None. It was such a useless but distinct bit
of genetic noise -- a biochem cal shout, nmore than anything -- and he found it
hunbling to consider the problemevery little while. Like now Potz's al gae
dat a

added to the puzzle, and Wall ace perched over the screen, hoping agai nst hope
for sone kind of inspiration

What nade no sense, he knew, was m sunder st ood.

M sunder st ood, or wong. And either way Wallace felt a sacred duty to sol ve or
to fix.

"What are you doi ng?" asked a girl's voice.

And now WAl | ace began expl aining the problemto the imginary Ms. Mkal, her



standing over himw th the blonde-white hair hanging |linp, the soft ends
brushi ng agai nst his cheek and feeling very nearly real

WALLACE VENT to three other softball ganmes. R&D won once, managi ng to squeak
past a pack of gray-haired Executives 11-10, but Mekal's w fe never showed
agai n, even in passing. Wich seemed to hel p, because Mekal wasn't quite so
unbear abl e. He even managed to control hinself when they won, liniting his

hi gh-fi ves because the wi nded, red-faced opponents were still and always his
superiors. Their position on the pecking order was secure, and Mekal wasn't an
idiot. Yet his good nood persisted into the next norning, himbringing
doughnut s

for two hundred and inviting some of his closer associates to his hone next
Saturday night. "A social thing, for a change." He grinned and asked V&l | ace,
"Are you interested?"

"What time?"

Whi ch surprised Mekal, but just for a nonment. "So you're feeling social, huh?
Wl |l then, good. Eight o' clock. Bring a date if you want. Your choice."

No date. He could have picked one of two girls that he saw casual ly, but

ei t her

woul d have been a distraction. Afilter. Instead he drove hinmself to the big
house built on a leveled blufftop, Mekal at the door, Wallace wal king into the
big living roomwith its picture window, himdrinking in the view of dusk and
the river, wondering all the tinme: "Were is she?" It was eight o' clock and
hal f

a dozen minutes. Alnost no one had arrived yet. Wat \Wallace had hoped to find
was noi se and confusion, using themas a snoke screen to cover his shyness and
t he unconfortabl e silences. But people never arrive on tine for parties; he'd
forgotten that salient fact. And he turned just as the gift emerged fromthe
ki tchen, his schenme gone. Deflated. He offered the weakest smile, and she
handed

hima heavy glass filled with sweet punch brighter than bl ood. "You | ook
thirsty," she reported. "He said, 'Gve Wallace a drink, ' and you're Wall ace,
ri ght?"

"Yes." Nobody el se around. Just them

"I"'mdCindy. Gn, for short. \Wichever." She sniled, showi ng perfect teeth as
small as a child' s. "How does it taste, Wallace?"

He sipped and said, "Very good. Thank you."

"My husband made it. Sone special recipe of his.”

Suddenly it didn't taste as delicious, but Wallace kept drinking. He was quite
thirsty and afraid that G ndy--C n--would | eave himnow. She would feel that
her

duty as hostess was finished, or some such thing. So he turned back to the

wi ndow and said with force, "lIt's a lovely view you have."

Were the words as contrived as they sounded?

But she replied, "Thanks," and nodded happily.

"And it's a beautiful house."

"You' ve never been here before?"



"Well, thanks again then."

Yet when he exami ned his surroundings -- the living roomand di ni ng room and
t he
faraway front door -- he saw nothing that remnm nded hi mof anyone except Mekal

Thi ngs were cl ean, but the furnishings and wall hangi ngs exuded nal eness, a
faintly Western atnmosphere, everything possessing utility and an indifference
to

bright colors. The sole fem nine touch was C ndy; she was dressed in a very
fem ni ne gown, light and blue |ike her eyes, and nore than a little clinging.
Yet the girl -- she |looked like a college student playing a grown-up --
obviously didn't belong here. She was alien. Wallace could see that nuch, so
much so that he fought the tenptation to say, "Get out of here! You don't

bel ong

here! Run!"

Their conversation continued, deliciously ordinary; and in the nmiddle, wthout
any warning, C ndy assured him "He thinks the world of you." Then she wi nked,
just slightly. "Wich is sonething for him"

Mekal . She neant Mekal . Wallace didn't know how to respond, moving his enpty
gl ass fromone hand to the other

"You hel p everyone in R&D, he says. 'Wallace is the intellectual grease for
us!'

Actually, | think he's a little jealous, although he'd never admt it to
anyone.

Never."

"l suppose not," said Wall ace.

"You know ny husband.

To which Wal [ ace thought: "You and he don't belong together. This is a
m st ake,
you two. All wong!"

He felt it -- knewit -- alnobst shivering fromthe stress of keeping his
know edge i nside hinself.

He wasn't thinking about [ove, even his own love for the gift. He was
obl i vi ous

toit. If someone had told him "You're snmitten, Wallace," he would have
deni ed

it, never sensing that he was |ying.

And besides, |ove wasn't the point.

The point -- and no other seenmed nore inportant in the world -- the point was
that G ndy and Mekal were existing against the aws of nature. Marriages
shoul d

be wor ki ng unions. The poor girl was chasing a fatherly figure, no doubt. And
Mekal was scranmbling to regain his youth. It was a shane, he felt, and a
little

sad; and he found hinself frowning while G ndy said something about it being
ni ce, conpany coning like this, and she wi shed they could do it nore often
and

woul d he |ike sone nore punch? Snacks? "Help yourself," she told him "Make



yoursel f at homre."
"Come see," said Meiter. "We got it this norning."

It was a month later, softball season finished and vol | eyball season starting;
and Wal | ace | ooked up at Meiter, coming out of his daydream and asking, "What
are you tal ki ng about ?"

"The hand! It's here!"

The yeti hand, sure. Wllace renmenbered hearing the mnors, antiaircraft

m ssil es exchanged for a di smenbered chunk of fossil tissue. Meiter took him
to

the freezer, letting himpeer in through the frost. "See? Mangl ed but whol e.
And

old. Maybe thirty thousand years old, we think. Sone kind of anaerobic
circunmstances preserved it. Peat nposs. A deep cave. Something. \Watever it
was,

there's virtually no decay. W're already running the first maps. Fossils
don' t

gi ve whole cells, but the hand's never read the textbooks. W' ve got nice fat
whol e ones. No need to jigsaw things together, it |ooks that good!"

"It 1 ooks human," Wallace nentioned. "Doesn't it?"

That disturbed Meiter. "Ch, | don't agree." Then he asked, "How would you
know,

anyway? It could be an apish hand just as well --

"Maybe so."

"And the good part, the best part, is that it's female. The skullcap's nale,
and

here we've got a lady. They're separated by three hundred centuries, which
assures genetic diversity. Mekal's saying that the big kids upstairs are

t hi nki ng about maki ng a splash, playing up our charity in bringing yetis back
They' re even tal ki ng about buying up part of Nepal, naking a preserve,

pl anti ng

new forests and using human volunteers to carry the little critters part-term
Neat, huh? You bet it is!"

Wal | ace | ooked at the ugly bunch of bone and brutalized meat, knowing it was
human. Chronpsone nunbers were the sane between humans and hal f - hunans; he
didn't fault Meiter. But what was, was. What any person believed never changed
what was real and true. That was the first | esson that he carried into work
every day -- the towering inpotence of his hard-held opinions -- which hel ped
hi mthi nk and rethink, always seeing the old as new.

Later Meiter came with the sorry news. "A human hand," he said bravely, "but
it's not all lost. It's got some primtive genetics, which means the academ cs
wi Il be curious. Human evolution and all that stuff."”

Wal | ace had a thought.

He asked, "Are you going to keep mappi ng? Because |'m not sure anyone's ever
done a total map of such an old, high-quality fossil."

"And tie up the machi nery? Take | ab-tech tinme?"

He coul dn't have given any reason; Wallace had only a feeling, distinct but



i mpreci se, that sonething useful mght come out of it.

"Listen," he said. "why don't you keep people at it? If you need, 1'll get
Mekal 's signature. Okay?"

Mei ter hesitated.

Then Wl l ace said, "Just do!"

Meiter laughed. "All right. We've got a block of enpty time soon. Someone
gi ves

me shit, 1'll send themto you."

And a couple days later it was done. WAllace asked his conputer to find

such-and-such series of bases anbng the poly-A -- you never knew where it
m ght
be -- but soon it became obvious that thirty thousand years ago, in at |east

this one unfortunate woman, the telltale bit of DNA was m ssing.
Yes, he thought, it couldn't serve any inportant genetic function

And yes, probably no other res catcher on the gl obe woul d care about such a
tiny
treasure.

Yet Wl |l ace found the enthusiasmto open every file, working through the night
and the next day, then losing track of an entire weekend, again and again

aski ng

hi nsel f why every living organi smnow had this one genetic shout . . . and
finally perceiving a sinple, coherent answer that he checked and
doubl e- checked

and then triple-checked, becom ng nore certain every instant. At |long | ast

." Good God!". . . placing both hands flush against the top of his desk,
rising

and trying to find the doorway to his office of six years.

It was a night of suprenme clarity; and Wallace knew he was at his pinnacle.
Never again, no matter how |l ong he lived, would he succeed in anything so
gl ori ous, so wondrous.

Yet whil e he wandered the hallways, hunting for anyone to tell his news, if
only

a nappi ng guard, he had a new thought, stopped and di pped his head,
concentrating hard on a new possibility.

Five m nutes, and he'd superseded his first success.

Hands shaking with excitenment, tired eyes weeping, Wallace felt the ceiling
split as his joyous spirit sailed free . . .!

"You | ook like shit," Mekal reported. "G ance at a mrror, Wallace. I'm
wor ried.

My prize heifer, and you | ook wung out and hal f-dead. Not to nention your
aroma, which isn't pretty either.”

"I need sleep," Wallace conceded. "I'm goi ng home now. "

"On Monday nom ng? You can't just |eave us dangling!" Mekal waved a finger at
him "Hanpston and Yates hit another wall with their pigeon project. Not with
the natural genes, but it's the tailoring part. | know that's not your area,



but
this is a contract job and the client's getting nervous --

"Tormorrow, " he pronised. Then he said, "l just wanted to talk first. |'ve got
a

problemof my own, a little thing . . . but it mght be inmportant. | don't
know

why, but | keep getting this feeling."

"Well, great!" Mekal nmeant it. "Jesus, we get bonuses because of your hunches.
Soon as you're done with the pigeons, |I'll schedule you sone extra tine."
"I"'ve had tine. | can't figure it out."

"Really . . . 2"

"Maybe, | was wondering . . . you could try, maybe. How about it? I'Ill give
you

the file codes, ny notes, and you work on it. At your own pace. Gve ne a
vacation fromthe dammed thing, okay?"

"Real | y?" Mekal was nore surprised than suspicious. Wallace giving hi mwork?
Trusting himwith a puzzle beyond Wall ace's reach? It took Mekal severa
seconds

to engage his ego, then he nodded and accepted the chall enge. "Wat the hell,
sure. I'lIl nmuscle in time. GCn's got volunteer stuff tonight, she'll be out of
my way . . . yeah, | can give this bird a try."

Whi ch he did. For several days he played with the bird' s wi ngs, |ooked into
its

eyes, and acconplished nothing. For nore than a week Wal |l ace avoi ded his
associ ate, eavesdropping on the man's use of his files but nothing nore.
vl | ace

had set things up to nake nothing too obvious, yet he'd | eft enough hints to
lead in proper directions. O had he? What seened transparently obvious to
Wal | ace was baffling Mekal. Mekal wasn't stupid by any neans; but sonetines,
wat ching the man pull and replace files, Wallace felt like bursting into his
of fice and shouting at him Telling him "It's so dammed obvi ous. Just think
about it this way!"

"What | think," Mekal reported next week, "is that it's useless crap. It's
somet hi ng persistent, sure, but that's because of structural properties.
Not hi ng

el se. ™

"Not true,"” Wallace replied without doubts. "And why's it everywhere? Can you
explain its distribution?"

"I know, | know. It |ooks odd, you're right. The same parts are always the
sane,

regardl ess of species. The mddle stuff varies, and | can't explain why. Maybe
a

dead old virus code --

"I nside oak trees and peopl e?"
"A universal virus, maybe?"

"But not inside a wonman who died thirty thousand years ago. Nor in any of the
i nconpl ete fossil sanples.™



"A genetic fart then." Mekal tried | aughing.

"You're going to give up?" Wallace spoke as if injured. [He wasn't. He was
pani cky.] "1've been working on it for years. You' ve already done a good job
excl udi ng things, narrowi ng the suspects. Can't you keep at it some nore? A
little while?" He paused, then asked, "Just do? Can you?"

Just do.

There was an instant when Mekal seened di sgusted and thoroughly disinterested;
but those two words had their effect, percolating into him pride or fear of
failure causing himto say:

"Al'l right. Wen |I've got tine. But that's all | promse."

And with that Wallace returned to his office and carefully, on the sly,
inserted

a fewnore telling dues into sone files not yet accessed. Hoping it was
enough.

Hopi ng, yet in the sane instant sensing that it wouldn't be. Not quite yet.

ANOTHER TWD weeks of nothing. Wallace was stuck on the pigeon work, and Meka
wor ked harder than he'd ever admit, using his nights and both weekends and his
face drawn and tired when he approached WAl l ace, asking if he'd come to
tonight's volleyball match. They might need himto sub, or at |east score. How
about it? So Wallace cane, and after the first game G ndy arrived, conming from
an aerobics class with sweats over the colored tights. Too bad. But Wllace
was

i n heaven when she took the enpty chair beside him remenbering his name and

t hen cheering for her husband in the second gane.

They were mat ched agai nst the bastards from Marketi ng again. Everyone on

Mar keting was at least six two, it seened, and they had flutter on their
shoes.

The gane was forever on the brink of a slaughter. Mekal's heroics kept them
within seven or eight points. Then as a |l ong volley | ooked won, Cindy bent

cl ose

to Wall ace and said, "You know, he hates when | watch. He's afraid he'll |ook

There was a scream a spongy white ball bouncing to death and Mekal on the
hard

floor, gripping an ankle and his face the color of cottage cheese. A bad
sprain

was the verdict. He was hel ped fromthe court, and C ndy dashed back from
sonewhere with ice and towels. Wall ace watched as she doctored her husband,
her

concern obvious and her manners motherly; and she seened to know when her
attentions enbarrassed him because suddenly she returned to her seat beside
Wal | ace, watching Mekal in the corner of her eye but otherwise letting him
sul k

al one.

"I don't even know her," Wallace told hinmself. "I've spent what? Maybe ten
mnutes in my life spent talking to her, and what am | thinking? Am| crazy
now?"



Potz had cone off the bench, luckily. Three years of high school voll eybal
showed in her digs and the clean arcing sets, and R& managed to stage a
coneback. The game was hanging in the bal ance for what seened |like forever.

At one point Mekal tried walking, the |inp weak and pai nful to watch.

He ended up sitting on the opposite side of Wallace, watching everything with
a

m xture of agony and feverish intensity; and naybe that's why Cindy tried to
change the subject, sensing that it would be best to deflect everyone's
attention, if only for a bit.

"So how s your pigeon business goi ng?" she asked Wl l ace.

He tried to renenber what pigeon business. Hs mnd started and stopped, then
noved again. He said, "Better, nostly."

"Mekkie told ne about it --"

Mekki e?

-- and it sounds exciting. And | ovely. How many passenger pigeons are you
maki ng? | nean in this test flock."

"Fifty thousand," Wall ace all owed.
"That's very noble of you," she assured both of them

Then Mekal snapped, "It's for a pizza chain. It's so they can sell nore
pi zzas. "

"Nonet hel ess. " She refused to be cynical. "A good thing is a good thing, no
matter its notives."

Wallace felt alittle weak. She sounded so young and nobl e and sweet, and he
nearly forgot to record the next goal

Then Cindy was telling him "I1've troubl es understandi ng genetics. Mekkie's
expl ai ned them a thousand tines. Base pairs and dom nating--"

"Donm nance, " her husband correct ed.

" -- but it's all such a nuddle to nme. | guess I'"'mjust too slowto pick it
up. "

"No, you're not," \Wallace responded. "I'm sure you're not."
" No?"
"I know you're not."

Mekal seemed oblivious to them his brow furrowed, eyes tracking after the
arcing ball.

Wal | ace had an idea, an inspiration. "How about if | explain genetics? I'l
tel
you how I think about them"

Cindy smled while |Iooking strai ght ahead. "Okay. Do."



"Thi nk of DNA as another way of talking. That's all. Chronosones and the rest
of

it are just machines that record the words in the DNA. Genes are a set of

i nstructions neant for the future. They tall new generations how to build
proteins, netabolize, then reproduce when it's their turn. The actual parts
are

sinmple. What's conplicated is that there are so many parts, you see? | don't
understand nmore than a fraction of the whole setup, and it's ny job. Wich is
why | feel pretty hunmble nost of the tine."

"Do you?" she asked.

"Ch, sure." He paused, deciding what to say next. Then he heard his voice

com ng

out of him seemingly of its own volition. "Think of your genes this way. Your
parents and grandparents and all the way back . . . all those people are
tal ki ng

to you, mllions of biochemnm cal voices working together, and the words are

wr apped up in machinery nore conplicated and rmuch, nuch nore reliable than any
machi ne peopl e have ever built."

"That's sonething to think about," she said.

Mekal stretched out his sore |leg, saying nothing.
"We're full of stuff, and a lot of it isn't even used anynore. For ne it's

li ke
hunting for treasures, doing what | do." Then he decided to forget caution

pressing ahead. "I just had a weird thought. This is the sane subject, just a
different way of looking at it. Suppose soneday we go to another star and find
life on a planet. It's nmore primtive than Earth, but maybe sonmeday it'll get
to

bui | di ng campfires and condos. Who knows? So anyway, we decide to | eave a
message for the future. W can carve stone, | suppose, but what if the stone
weat hers away? We can put a message on the planer's nmoon, but no place is

real ly

safe. | mean, what we want is to be able to tuck our nessage where nothi ng can

destroy it. W nake a sinple code, but where can it go? Wiere would a code be
repaired and replicated without our having to worry --"

"I'n the genes? The alien ones?" C ndy seenmed genuinely excited, asking him
" Am
| right? That's what you're saying, isn't it?"

"I suppose so." It was the logic that Wallace had enpl oyed several weeks ago.
"I'f I ever find nmyself in a starship, it's sonething |I'd consider."

Nobody spoke for a | ong nmonent.

Boom went the serve, flat and fast, then dipping to the floor. Point! Gane!
Mat ch

But Mekal didn't curse or even grimace. |Indeed, when he rose to his feet,

i cewater dripping fromthe towels around his foot, he managed a |inping gait
whil e gazing into the distance. At nothing. Then he said, "All right, this is
done. Wy don't we get home, Cin? Wat do you say?"

"You played well," she offered with a clear, confident voice.

And he said, "I guess so," shruggi ng his shoul ders and starting for the door



"l
suppose. "

Mekal vani shed from public view Sonetinmes Wallace would keep tabs on the
man' s

conput er usage, but it was obvious that he'd had the | ong-I|ast breakthrough
Now

he was busy using code-breaki ng programs, bringing in consultants from

mat hemati cs and physics as well as patent |aw. There were runors of big
events.

Potz reported nocturnal neetings with the highest of the high Conpany
officials,

a few sel ect governnment people in attendance too. There was diffuse noise
about

a maj or discovery, Mekal in the mddle of things; yet the runors never did the
truth any justice. Sonetine in the last thirty thousand years alien beings had
cone to Earth, seen possibilities, and | eft behind coded nmessages inside every
[iving organi sm Nobody coul d i nvent such crazi ness over norning coffee. And
found by Mekal ? That woul d have strained any credulity that remained.

Eventual |y cane word of a big announcenent, a press conference conbined with a
neeti ng of key Conpany people. It would happen Tuesday, then no, Friday.

Fri day.

And it was Thursday afternoon when Mekal cane into Wallace's office, closed

t he

door with care, then sat and said, "Listen," and said nothing el se. He sat
with

his hands linp in his lap, his mouth open, his eyes vacant and very nearly
exhaust ed.

"You getting anywhere on that problem| gave you -- ?"

"Yeah," he said. "Yeah, | have."

"Cood then."

Mekal licked his lips, then said, "It's your data, of course. | sure intend to

give you credit for the data, and you' re the person who thought it mght be
i mportant."

"Is it?"
Mekal blinked and said, "Huh?"

"I mport ant ?"

"Ch, yes. Yes, it is." He outlined the bare bones of what he had discovered.
It
was maybe hal f of what Wllace had deci phered for hinmself in a single night;
but

t hen Mekal added that there was a | ot nore, now that experts from everywhere

were involved. "And you'll get flail credit for your part. | want to assure
you
"Thanks. "

Mekal was shaken by Wallace's attitude, by the utter lack of hostility toward
hi m



"It sounds very, very interesting," said Wallace. "Wat kinds of things do the
aliens say to us?"

"Inside primates, all primates, are star charts. For instance. The nessages
are

set up along taxonomic lines --" just as Wallace had suspected -- "and ot her
groups have mat hematics and digitized photographs. Beetles are going to
contain

the bulk of the text. A thousand kinds of technology. It's like . . . the
whol e
thing . . . we've got the keys to the universe, you know?"

Wal | ace nodded, eager to show a smile.

"Ch, and you can sit up with the rest of us tonorrow. Take your bows with the
ot hers."

"Thank you, Mekal."

It was killing the man, himlistening to the ceasel ess good tidings. He al nost
grow ed. Then he rose to his feet, wanting to | eave.

"A good thing | kept after you, huh?"

Mekal paused, |ooking back over his shoul der
"Wasn't it?"

Mekal said, "It was."

"Congratul ations. "

The tall man didn't have any nore words inside him It was all he could do

j ust

to grip the doorknob and turn it, acting as if it mght be wired with
expl osi ves, opening the door with a smooth slow notion and hesitating, |ooking
up and down the hallway and hesitating, then stepping into the open with one

| ast backward gl ance, the face allowing itself a grateful snmle with the eyes
wi de. Thunder struck

MONTHS PASSED. WAl l ace didn't again see G ndy until the pigeons arrived, in

t he

spring, the Conpany organizing a picnic directly below their route. The flock
had been rel eased in second-growth tinber in the South; their enbedded
genetics

told themwhere to fly, leading themtoward a state park in northern M chigan
Naturally the picnic featured pizza and several self-congratul ating speeches
about the project's successes. Wallace's name was nentioned. Appl ause rose,

t hen

fell, then someone shouted, "Here they cone!" and the first wild passenger
pigeons in nmore than a century were passing directly overhead.

It was a strange sight. The birds formed a great disk in the high blue sky.
The

di sk was supposed to resenbl e an airborne pizza; those behavioral genes had
been

t he toughest puzzles. Wallace pointed and told C ndy, "The clunps are the
anchovi es," and she | aughed quietly, alnpst wthout sound.

Mekal couldn't meke it. G ndy had explained that he was in Europe again,



gi ving

| ectures and neeting with some German concerns. The alien nessages and

t echnol ogi es had been rul ed public property, but the Conpany had the only
extensi ve records available as yet. The Germans didn't want to be | eft behind,
and afterwards Mekal was flying to Japan --

"Sounds busy," Wallace had said.

"Too busy, | think. But he seenms happy."
red

sweat er, and she'd glance at Wallace now and again, on the sly. Sonetimes he

t hought he detected a whiff of |oneliness in her voice. Qher times, nothing.
"l

know it's hard to i magi ne," she had said, "but he's enjoying nore success than
he ever dreanmed possible. And that's sonething, considering Mekkie. But you
know

that. You're his friend and all." She sniled, her pretty face a little fuller
than he remenbered. But so pretty, so young, and those eyes reaching straight
into him

G ndy was wearing jeans and a soft

"I know Mekkie, all right," he said.

Sonetimes Wall ace envied Mekal's fame, and that surprised him He hadn't

t hought

it was in his nature to care about such trivial things. He had to tel

hi nmsel f,

"No, it's enough that you know who nmade the discovery. Wat is, is. The
world's

assessment doesn't have any relevance at all." And the truth told, \Wallace
woul d

have hated the celebrity's life. Being carried around |ike a trophy, acting as
the voice of the Conpany, and the unending crush of reporters and strangers,

their notives unknown. It seemed |like a picture fromHell. He would be the
nost

fanous scientist since Einstein, but Einstein |ived before tel evision and
mar keting, talk shows, and overkill. Posters of Mekal were selling in the
mllions. He was a public relations dream-- a solid, fiery, and manly
scienti st

--and it would only increase if the runors of a Nobel Prize cane true.
No, Wallace was thankful for his anonymty.

Particularly now, he thought, standing with C ndy, close enough to snell her
perfune and feel her gentle heat.

There were runors about things other than the Nobel Prize. About Mekal and
worren, for instance. Every hotel roomwas filled with fl owers sent by

adm rers.

Tabl oids |inked himw th various nodels and young actresses. Even Potz was
supposedl y invol ved, she and Mekal trying out his giant new office one night,
the tale coming straight fromthe janitor who stood in the hallway, |eaning
agai nst his broomand listening. And of course Ci ndy had to know at | east sone
of the stories, making Wallace feel sorry for her. Yet he had set up these

ci rcunmst ances, hadn't he? He had guessed what woul d happen, know ng Mekal
Success can twi st and transform people's lives. Fane doesn't corrupt
character,

but it surely reveals what is already there

The pigeons were gone, tracking perfectly -- a giant flying billboard selling
pi zzas all the way to a never-seen honel and.



Such a bright day, blue and calmand just a little cool; and Wall ace stared
across the green countryside for a long nmonent, smiling to hinself, letting
hi nsel f daydream

"Wll, I"'mglad I saw them " said G ndy.

The pi geons.

She hugged herself and said, "Maybe I'Il go home now. | can't seemto get
warm "

"Maybe I'1l | eave too."

They started for the parking | ot below For \Wallace every step seenmed full of
possibilities. Mekal gone; his wife alone and | onely. He was aware of her

wat ching himin profile, nmeasuring something; and finally she told him "You
know, he's afraid of you. I don't think Mekkie's slept one good night in

nont hs. "

"Afrai d?"

"OfF course he is." She stopped and | ooked around, naking sure they were al one.
"You must think he's an idiot, but he's not. You gave himall that evidence,
t hose clues, then you stood by while letting himtake the credit -- "

"He earned everything" Wallace said with a firm |evel voice

"You hate him he thinks. You're planning to destroy him" The girl's face was
sorrowful , her own sl eepl essness showi ng. "What he thinks is that you' ve got
evi dence somewhere. You deci phered the aliens' nessage first, and when you
want ,

you're going to make himl ook |like a cheat."

"No," he replied. "I'd never do anything like that!"

She sai d not hi ng.

What stunned Wallace were the little jolts of anger directed at him
"Then what were you planni ng?" she asked him

He opened his nouth, then she shut it.

"Because |'mnot stupid, Wallace. You might think so --"
"No, no. Not at all!"

-- but you're not fooling ne. You knew what you were giving him | was there,
and don't tell ne you didn't. Don't."

So this was it. A mnute ago he had been daydream ng, he and C ndy neking | ove
on her living roomfloor; and now the daydreamfelt |ike a prenmonition, clear
and certain. He reached and grasped one of her hands, squeezing hard. And in
br oken, quick sentences he outlined the basics of his bold schene.

What surprised himwas her |ack of surprise.

Cindy let himhold her cold hand, blue eyes fixed on him and after a mnute
she



interrupted, telling him "Stop." She told him "You're claimng that you' ve
intentionally crippled ny marri age, because it didn't satisfy your
expect ati ons,

because you thought |I'd be happier with soneone else," and she pull ed back her
hand, shutting her eyes and hol ding them cl osed.

And Wl | ace pani cked. He had to say sonething, give her something to deflect
her

anger. That's why he told about Potz and Mekal, painting it as if he were the
person standi ng outside the office door. He wanted Cindy to see -- see and
admi t

-- that her husband wasn't worthy of her, that she could find a man who woul d
treat her as she deserved --

-- and she sl apped himw th the once-held hand, the crack worse than the pain,
hi s head jerking back and her speaking quickly and I oudly, assuring him "I
never want to see you again. | don't want you in the same place as ne, ever. |
just wi sh you knew how nuch | hate you, you bastard. You god damm bastard!"

She turned and wal ked, then began to run

And WAl l ace tried speaking, his nouth ajar and his brain enpty. What could he
say? Then he was crying, touching his wet face with both hands, feeling
certain

that he would die of shame any monent. Only he didn't. Couldn't. Thousands of
genes inside him trillions of copies of each, and with their ancient
instructions they kept himalive, nmaking himbreathe and grieve while people
stood at a safe distance, watching and pointing, talking anmong thensel ves.
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